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      “No, you can’t!” Emily Beale considered pounding her head against the small desk in the Bagram Airfield’s USO communications center.

      “Sure I can, Squirt.” Not a chance she’d give him the upper hand just because he used his childhood nickname for her.

      “Listen to my words, Sneaker Boy. No! How complicated is that? Two whole letters and an exclamation point? Even you can understand that.” Perhaps pounding the phone against the desk would be the right answer. She could feel her voice rising and couldn’t stop it.

      If only the wedding had happened months ago when it was supposed to. But their planned leave had been interrupted by a crisis mission, then another. Now their current deployment was ending and she didn’t care who she had to kill, her marriage was going ahead.

      “I’m the Commander-in-Chief. Of course I can do a wedding ceremony.”

      “Actually, Mr. President, you can’t. That power doesn’t come with the office!” As soon as she shouted the words into the phone, she knew it was a mistake.

      Until that moment, the other military around her had been chatting away with their own spouses, parents, children—whoever they were willing to spend their precious phone-home minutes with.

      Now there was an echoing silence up and down the long rows of tiny desks at the Pat Tillman Memorial USO Center’s phone bank. Each station was about as wide as her fiancé’s shoulders—who thankfully was nowhere to be seen—with an empty ammo can for a seat. The whole reason she’d come over here to return this call, rather than doing it from the hangar, had been the privacy. She didn’t want every single Night Stalker she flew with to overhear this.

      Instead, every single person in the Tillman USO was looking at her with varying stages of shock on their face. They were mostly Air Force today, so they didn’t really matter, but not even Special Operations majors were supposed to be chewing out the Commander-in-Chief. She’d always had special dispensation: President Peter Matthews had been the dashing older boy next door and also the only friend of Emily’s overly precocious childhood. But these fliers didn’t know that and she’d just kicked the base’s gossip mill into high gear. Thankfully it couldn’t get much worse.

      Peter was still effusing in the background, “We’ll have the ceremony here in The Residence, in the Blue Room. It will be great.”

      Emily lowered her voice and whispered through gritted teeth. “We’re getting married on Mark’s family ranch, not the White House.” Her attempts to hide her frustration still had absolutely everyone’s attention. And her whisper seemed to echo about the room.

      “There a problem here?” A deep voice sounded close behind her. So much for not getting worse.

      Emily didn’t bother to turn her head. She placed her forehead on the desk and tried not to whimper.

      “Hey, honey,” Mark’s big warm hand rested on her shoulder. “Who you talking to?”

      She didn’t bother to answer. Instead she simply held the phone up behind her head and he took it from her.

      “Who’m I talkin’ to?” Mark used his totally lame Texas accent rather than his most-decorated-Night Stalkers-helicopter-commander voice. He was from Montana, but never seemed to quite remember that.

      Emily waited through The President’s half of the conversation.

      “W’all howdy there, Pete. What were you two jawin’ about?”

      Emily, head still down, gave her fiancé the finger. She could hear the whispers to either side of her as flyboys and girls started telling their spouses about the crazy woman yelling at the Commander-in-Chief. Yelling? Next time she saw him, she was going to dump him into the Reflecting Pool—a second time. Just like when he was eighteen and she’d been a furious twelve that he was leaving for college without her. Back then it had upset the park police. This time she wouldn’t care if it upset the Secret Service.

      “Now, Peter…” Thankfully the Texas was gone and Mark was trying to sound calm and placating.

      He had long since learned the mayhem she could unleash if riled—especially since he was here and her target was most of seven thousand miles away. Most of? Now Mark had her doing Texas. She raised her head just enough to thump it back down on the desk. The cool wood did nothing to abate the heat roaring between her ears.

      “I’m afraid Emily is right. That power is not granted with the office.”

      “Uh-huh…”

      “Uh-huh…”

      “Well, you know, sir, they’ve got that online church where you can get ordained in just a couple minutes. Just sign yourself up and then it’s all fair and square…”

      Emily tried to jolt up in protest and bumped against Mark. The man was so solid that she practically bounced off. Resigned to her doom, she returned to her head-down position. Duck and cover!

      “No, we’ve got our heart set on my family’s ranch…Montana, that’s right. When was your last vacation, sir? The day after Election Day? Not much of a break. W’all…”

      And…the Texas was back.

      “Don’cher think it’s ’bout time yer took un?”

      Except Mark’s Texas might have been Virginia with a little bit of Scotland mixed in. It would be easier to accept if he didn’t think it was so endearing—which would be kind of cute, if it wasn’t so awful.

      “Wonderful! I’ll let my folks know that Frank will be calling.”

      The head of the Presidential Protection Detail was just going to be so happy about this.

      “Do you want to speak some more with Emily?”

      “No? Well, can’t say as I blame you. But you’re gonna owe me some, ’cause I ’spect I’m about to catch a bellyful. Goodbye, sir!”

      He reached past her to hang up the phone.

      “Don’t see what has you all fussed up, honey. He’s just—”

      Emily shot back an elbow square into his hard gut, which earned her little more than a surprised grunt. One of these days she’d catch him when he wasn’t ready. She stood up to face him, doing her best to ignore the dozen eavesdroppers.

      “What was that for, darlin’?” He grinned down. Being so damn handsome wasn’t going to save him this time.

      Maybe another tactic. She pulled him down into a kiss—an unusual enough event on a military base to make sure she had everyone’s attention, but she was past caring. Catcalls and loud whistles echoed about the room.

      She felt Mark ease into the kiss.

      That’s when she fisted him in the solar plexus with a sharp right jab and took him to his knees.

      “That was dirty,” he gasped for air but his body wasn’t going to cooperate for a minute or two.

      “You should understand by now,” she recalled the t-shirt that her father had given her when she’d earned her Taekwondo Black Belt in high school. “I fight like a girl.”
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      It was the company’s first taste of America after a six-month deployment. They hit Joint Base Lewis-McChord with the sunrise after a twenty-three hour flight. The cool and moist September air a vast relief after flying through an Afghan summer—blazing with heat and near constant firefights. Summer and fall were the seasons of war over there and he was glad to be out of it for a while.

      Because they were the 5th Battalion D Company and always ready—even when promised a full week of uninterrupted leave—they took care of their helicopters the first moment after touchdown on American soil.

      The War in Afghanistan had to end some day, but Mark wasn’t seeing any obvious signs of it doing that yet. Especially not for SOF. Special Operations Forces like Delta Force, the Army Rangers, and the fliers of the 160th SOAR were still deep there.

      So, putting first things first, they immediately unloaded their helos from the belly of the C-5 Galaxy transport plane. The helicopters were reassembled, refueled, test-flown, and hangared before Mark dismissed the team.

      Then they’d all piled into vans to head up to Sea-Tac Airport.

      It might have been poor planning that there was a two-hour wait for the next flight to Great Falls, Montana, or good planning as it was lunchtime. That, and the fact that the US allowed bars in their airports. Perhaps if he hadn’t bought the first couple rounds…

      But in Mark’s opinion it was his job as commander to encourage his people in battle. And it was just as much his responsibility to encourage them on the ground.

      Besides, the Concourse C bar was as close to a bachelor party as he was going to get. Somehow, doing it up in a dry country like Afghanistan, on an airbase, while living in body armor around the clock, didn’t quite cut it.

      They were a pretty loose crowd by the time they rolled out of the bar and reached the gate.

      “We would like,” the gate agent finally announced, “to invite those with small children or needing extra time to board the flight to please come forward. We’d also like to welcome any veterans currently serving in the US Armed Forces to board at this time.”

      Once the women and children were clear, the 5D stormed the queue.

      Thankfully the flight was half empty, so they simply took possession of the rear of the aircraft. The stews were wisely routing any passengers with far back seats to open positions further forward. The Dash 8 was a small plane, just two narrow seats to either side, and the 5D took more than its fair share of them. There was no way for guys as broad-shouldered as Tim Maloney and his best buddy Big John Wallace to fit in the two seats side by side.

      Eventually, he could feel them closing the baggage hold’s doors by the solid thumps transmitted up his heels. They were too loud as a group to hear any announcements, so Mark moved along, shoving them down into seats.

      Once he had them all down—he’d leave it to the stews to make sure they were buckled in—Mark dropped into his seat beside Emily. She was staring out the window as they were pushed back from the gate and beginning engine startup.

      “Yer mighty quiet there, darlin’!”

      She gave him one of those looks.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” He dropped the Texas then reached out and took her hand as Tim and John started setting up some kind of a game with the flight attendants. The prizes being the little packets of pretzels and peanuts. Mark knew the game would be rigged to move the maximum number of them into the 5D’s hands and that the stews would never see it coming. A couple of the attendants were seriously cute and he wondered if there might not be a few more guests for the wedding before the flight was over. He could hear the guys working on it. Only a two-hour flight, boys. Better be quick about it.

      Mark didn’t need to play such games anymore. He had Emily Beale. He could never get over how incredible it felt to hold her hand. It wasn’t just the connection that coursed through his system; it also humbled him every time, that he was the one who got to do it. Though she returned the gesture, she
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